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Arthur Dove moved the needle. He lifted it, as he’d done count-

less times, from where dead wax met the label and returned it to 

the outermost edge of a shellac record’s lead-in groove. It was 

April 11, 1927.2 The record was Paul Whiteman and His Orches-

tra, a 10-inch single with the bouncy George Gershwin tune “I’ll 

Build a Stairway to Paradise” on the side Dove was cueing up.3 

Like the dog on the Victor record’s label (fig. 240), Dove had been 

staring into this sound for a long time. But instead of cocking his 

head down into a gramophone horn, he had a canvas before him 

and an array of materials close at hand. From the Victrola came a 

momentary crackle, the anticipatory near-silence. Like music, the 

resulting painting, George Gershwin—I’ll Build a Stairway to Par-

adise (fig.  241), is abstract, made up of the patterning of silvers, 

blues, reds and blacks in metallic paints and oils instead of sound. 

It is also a painting that would be very literally unthinkable without 

the invention of the phonograph in 1877. 

The twentieth century is rife with examples of technology pro-

viding new tools and techniques for artists to re-think the bound-

aries between the visual and the musical: the invention of recorded 

sound and early experiments in film would give way to more 

recent innovations of video, installation and particularly sound art, 

in which the aural takes precendent over what presents to the eye. 

These are bound up in philosophical and aesthetic shifts during 

the modern era and in its wake, when the boundaries between 

the arts were intensely contested, often because of the possibili-

ties presented by new technologies and new modes of expression, 

and the peculiar questions that arise from being a sensing and 

Going Electric:
Technology and the Musical Body

Patrick Coleman 

When I was introduced to him [Oskar Fischinger],  

he began to talk with me about the spirit which is inside each 

of the objects of this world. So, he told me, all we need to do 

to liberate that spirit is brush past the object, and to draw 

forth its sound. . . . In all the many years which followed up to 

the war, I never stopped touching things, making them sound 

and resound, to discover what sounds they could produce.  

Wherever I went, I always listened to objects.

 —John cAge1
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or represent musical structures directly. They were evocative par-

allels, a shared pathway—color and music as feeling.

The same could be said of Alfred Stieglitz’s Equivalents, the body 

of photographic works that he originally called Songs of the Sky 

(figs. 28 and 29). Between 1922 and 1931, he printed over four hun-

dred photographs, primarily of clouds, chosen for their potential 

for abstraction. He wrote: 

I knew exactly what I was after. I had told Miss O’Keeffe I wanted a 

series of photographs which when seen by Ernest Bloch (the great 

composer) he would exclaim: Music! Music! Man, why that is music! 

How did you ever do that? And he would point to violins, and flutes, 

and oboes, and brass, full of enthusiasm, and would say he’d have to 

write a symphony called “Clouds.” Not like Debussy’s but much, much 

more.

And when finally I had my series of ten photographs printed, and 

Bloch saw them—what I said I wanted to happen happened verbatim.5

Here, however, we can see how new technologies are less than 

readily accepted as viable for artistic use. Ernest Bloch, one of 

Debussy’s protégés, held a disregard for arts of the masses, whose 

“facile taste is sinking with the love of platitude and the weight of 

mechanical inventions—phonograph, Pianola, cinematograph.”6 

Photography, as a “machine art,” was among these by extension. 

To challenge Bloch’s view, Stieglitz staged an Apollo-and-Marsyas-

like test, one in which he and Bloch took photographs from the 

same vantage. Afterward, as he would later tell the story, Bloch 

was astonished at how poor his image looked in comparison.7 The 

less violent conclusion is that Bloch would later produce his own 

series of semi-abstract nature photographs, each named for spe-

cific composers.

And yet technology—which comes from technē, the Greek word 

for “art” (broadly understood) and also the root of “technique”—

has always been ingredient in the interpenetration of visual arts 

and music. Musical notation, which allows aural structures to 

be transferred beyond the performer and the boundaries of the 

oral tradition, relies on a system of mark making which translates 

sound into visual symbols that a stranger can then re-translate 

into sound (fig.  242). The invention of mechanical reproduction 

and the resulting impact on musical culture through printed sheet 

music—amateur players suddenly flush with choice, the changing 

economics of being a composer, and the eventual turn from a pri-

marily contemporary repertoire to one increasingly dominated by 

the greats of the past—is well documented. 

The record, like musical notation and the printing press, would 

make an enormous impression upon both the musical and visual 

arts. Song lengths became determined by the limits of recording 

240. Label for the Victor record of Paul Whiteman and His Orchestra  

performing George Gershwin’s “I’ll Build a Stairway to Paradise.”

remembering body that took a leading role in intellectual inquiry. 

In some ways, what it means to be a musical body is one of the 

central questions of twentieth- and early twenty-first-century art.

The Record and Musical Painting
Dove’s interest in the boundary between music and visual art 

had begun with Kandinsky-esque paintings in the 1910s.4 Their 

music-inspired titles—like Whistler’s or even some of his friend 

Georgia O’Keeffe’s abstractions, such as Music, Pink and Blue No. 2 

(1918, Whitney Museum of American Art)—were useful in chang-

ing the way people looked at his abstract work. It was an attempt 

to restore to sight a simplicity that is quickly lost in intellection 

and the hunger for reason, representation, meaning, words, logos. 

These artists wanted viewers to listen to their paintings, to attend 

to them as one does an étude or jazz improvization. For Dove, 

this emphasis on listening included other acoustic phenomenon, 

like a babbling creek in Running River (1927, private collection) or 

harbor sounds in Fog Horns (fig. 81), as well as a fascination with 

the radio. But these early paintings were clearly not an imitation of 

musical forms; the marks on canvas were not meant to transcribe 



241. Arthur Dove (1880–1946). George Gershwin—I’ll Build  

a Stairway to Paradise, 1927. Ink, metallic paint and oil on  

paperboard, 20 × 15 in. (50.8 × 38.1 cm). Museum of Fine Arts,  

Boston; Gift of the William H. Lane Foundation.
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which it could help define the modern American artist. It provided 

a staging ground for African American artists like Archibald Motley 

and Aaron Douglas to assert their artistic presence to a wider audi-

ence. In its emphasis on improvisation and rhythm, jazz became 

the emblematic music of the twentieth-century city. Europeans 

like Francis Picabia and Piet Mondrian, among many others, would 

inflect their work with its alternative rhythms.

Dove seems to have been attracted to jazz for these reasons, 

and one other: On the same day he attended a concert by Paul 

Whiteman and His Orchestra (which led him to purchase the Paul 

Whiteman recording of “I’ll Build a Stairway to Paradise”), he bought 

his first books by French philosopher Henri Bergson, enamored 

enough with what he found that he would return only four days 

later to buy more.8 Like jazz, Bergson posed a new relationship to 

time, often resorting to analogies rooted in music and emerging 

media, including motion pictures. 

Technology, like music, shapes our sense of time. The inven-

tion of the clock ushered in one such temporal revolution, but 

the radio, the record and the moving picture each have impacted 

how we perceive the passage of time, how we conceptualize it. 

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, time itself had become 

a subject in a new way, ripe for manipulation—a manipulation 

that was frequently associated with music. The revolutionary 

stream-of-consciousness novel Les Lauriers sont coupés (1887), 

by Révue wagnérienne-founder Édouard Dujardin, consisted of 

one evening in the life of a young Parisian dandy. Its technique 

would influence the writing of James Joyce’s novel of shifting 

relationships to traditional novelistic time, Ulysses (1922), in which 

the Sirens chapter was composed using the principles of a musi-

cal fugue. In early twentieth-century music, Arnold Schoenberg’s 

Expectation (Erwartung, Op. 17, 1909) sought, in his words, “to rep-

resent in slow motion everything that occurs during a single sec-

ond of maximum spiritual excitement, stretching it out to half an 

hour.”9 It features only one character, a woman named Frau, who 

sings through an elaborate fantasy while alone in a forest at night. 

Erwartung is also notable for being athematic, having no familiar 

tonal material repeat over 426 measures. In doing so, Schoenberg 

stripped away the means by which we mark the passage of musi-

cal time to expand upon a singular but endlessly complex inner 

moment of memory and fantasy.

Even Nipper, the dog on the label of the Victor record, had 

apocryphally experienced the dislocation of a new sense of time. 

The image is based on a painting called His Master’s Voice by Fran-

cis Barraud, the brother of the model dog’s deceased owner. Nip-

per tilts his head not to enjoy a song or in puzzlement at the odd 

device before him: he hears the voice of his dead master, calling 

from beyond the grave. This notion was taken very literally in a 

242. Initial A: A Man Singing. Italy, ca. 1460–80. Tempera colors and gold 

leaf on parchment, 233/4 × 173/8 in. (60.3 × 44 cm). The J. Paul Getty Museum.

and playback technology. Later, the length of the compact disc 

was determined by a desire to fit Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony 

on a single disc. Turntablism and DJ culture, with the emphasis on 

sampling and remixing, would become the most vibrant and, in 

many ways, the dominant mode of contemporary culture, musical 

or otherwise. 

And it’s almost impossible to imagine the global profusion of jazz 

without the record. In the beginning of the twentieth century, jazz 

was a relatively new and exciting form, a fresh and unusual sound 

that a sheet music transcription couldn’t capture. (Later, thanks 

to John and Alan Lomax among many others, field recordings of 

blues artists could be made using newly portable recording tech-

nologies which preserved the work of musicians that otherwise 

would be known now only by legend.) Artists in the United States 

seized upon jazz because of its American character, the way in 
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story about Guglielmo Marconi, the man responsible for invent-

ing long-distance radio. He allegedly believed that sounds never 

die and could be heard again, if only he could design a sensitive 

enough instrument. What he wanted to hear? The music that 

played on the Titanic as it sank—he was supposed to be a pas-

senger on that voyage—and Jesus delivering the Sermon on the 

Mount.

Bergson held that moments in time linger and can return, though 

in a less fantastical way than Marconi. He rejected accounts of 

time as described by the science and materialism of the day, to 

say nothing of the dominance of the clock, with its numerical divi-

sions of time, in modern life. (Another of Dove’s jazz paintings, 

George Gershwin—Rhapsody in Blue, Part  I, has a clock spring 

attached to its surface.) Bergson argued that a view of time as a 

series of moments, a set of successive but separate images that we 

could order spatially like a filmstrip, wasn’t true to a person’s lived 

experience of time. Instead, he offered his concept of duration. 

Duration posits an intuitive experience of living in time, without 

differentiation from moment to moment. In the view suggested by 

duration, our experience of time is felt in an ever-changing quality 

of the experience. This experience of duration is grounded in the 

idea that the mind is not separate from the body, from matter. The 

clearest image he gives of this is of two spools with a thread run-

ning between them. Here, the future unspools through the present  

and is wound up on the spool of the past, where experiences 

are conserved in memory. There the past accumulates and, in an 

ever-changing way so that no one instant is a duplicate of another, 

is brought to bear on the present. Instead of separate moments, 

instants and impressions interpenetrate one another. 

František Kupka, who like Dove was a serious reader of Berg-

son, perhaps reached furthest in expressing this in his Amorpha 

paintings. He was interested in chronophotography, of the kind 

pioneered by Étienne-Jules Marey, in which successive images of 

movement in space are layered in a single photographic image to 

present a related kind of visual simultaneity.10 Kupka began with an 

image of his stepdaughter Andrée, naked and playing with a ball, 

and submitted it to further abstraction in pursuit of the underlying 

movement of her play layered in a single image, which he saw as 

having a musical structure, as a fugue, in Amorpha, Fugue in Two 

Colors (fig. 30). Additionally, Solo of a Brown Stroke is a musico- 

visual equivalent to Bergson’s image of the spool: the line, as the 

trace of a moving point as much as a figure for a musical soloist, 

originates in one set of triangular forms and etches out a rhythm 

of harmonious triangular forms before terminating in another 

set of overlapping triangles of varying transparency, much as the 

image of duration emphasized the present as a thread unwound 

from one spool and gathered up in another (fig. 243). Kupka later 

said, “Yes, fugues, where the sounds evolve like veritable physical 

243. František Kupka (1871–

1957). Solo of a Brown Stroke, 

1912–13. Oil on cardboard, 

271/2 × 451/4 in. (70 × 115 cm). 

National Gallery, Prague.
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entities, intertwine, come and go.”11 Solo is an image of movement 

in space and in time, of the essence of coming and going, and its 

registration within the self as duration. 

Something similar is at stake for Dove. The intersection of music 

and Bergson’s ideas in Dove’s I’ll Build a Stairway to Paradise 

comes to the fore in how the painting depends upon Whiteman’s 

jazz orchestra, disembodied by technology yet ready to be called 

up at a moment’s notice—and not just any performance but an 

approximation of one Dove saw live. Bergson had used music as a 

figure for the experience of duration when he stated in his lecture 

“The Perception of Change” that, “There is simply the continuous 

melody of our inner life—a melody which is going on and will go 

on, indivisible, from the beginning to the end of our conscious 

existence.”12 Past and present, he says in Time and Free Will, form 

“an organic whole, as happens when we recall the notes of a tune, 

melting, so to speak, into one another.”13 Sixteen months—a win-

ter, a spring, a summer, an autumn, another winter, the beginning 

of another spring—would pass between Dove’s attendance at the 

Whiteman concert and purchase of Bergson books and his com-

position of I’ll Build a Stairway to Paradise, accompanied by the 

band thanks to his record player. 

The record, which allows a past performance to return to the 

present, is an ideal figure for Bergson’s theory of duration and 

memory, and of the new kind of self-consciousness that appears. 

It allows for the same kind of return of the past self via record-

ing technology that Samuel Beckett dramatized so well in his play 

Krapp’s Last Tape (1958). Dove’s George Gershwin—I’ll Build a 

Stairway to Paradise is then a record in both senses of the word: 

personal archive and phonographic disc. If we think of Dove’s jazz 

series in this way, we can see why he rejected the label of “abstrac-

tions” for his paintings. In a letter to Stieglitz in reference to the jazz 

paintings of 1926–27, he wrote: 

They [some friends] have waxed enthusiastic over a “thing” of mine 

being done from Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue” not as yet completed, 

but I feel it will make people see that the so called “abstractions” are 

not abstract at all. R. [Henry Raleigh] said that in describing it to some 

people who had heard the music, he found that they understood this 

even though they had objected to my other “things.” It is illustration.14 

This could lead one to suppose that Dove intended to create a 

graphic illustration of the musical form of Gershwin’s composi-

tion, a direct formal translation, but that isn’t the case. A couple 

of years later, Dove had moved away from the term “illustration” 

but was more emphatic: “There is no such thing as abstraction. It 

is extraction, gravitation toward a certain direction, and minding 

your own business.”15 

We can see the painting, then, as an extraction of a Bergsonian 

experience of time while listening to “I’ll Build a Stairway to Para-

dise.” This and Dove’s other paintings occasioned by records show 

an artist for whom “[t]heories have been outgrown, the means 

is disappearing, the reality of the sensation alone remains”16—an 

artist enthralled with the body, “his own business,” with the way 

the world impressed itself upon consciousness and how an artist 

might “set down” the experience of that, evoked recursively by the 

re-playability of records. They present the accumulation of sense 

impressions across repeated listenings of a song into the synthetic 

“present” of the picture plane. Some impressions are sonic, some 

rhythmic, but others visual or associative: the form in the center of 

I’ll Build a Stairway to Paradise has enough resemblance to a stair-

way, hinting at visually associative linguistic perception, but also 

to a string instrument (a stand-up bass? a guitar? maybe even the 
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banjo one can hear on the record?), suggestive of the visual mem-

ory of a jazz group—perhaps Paul Whiteman’s orchestra itself, 

from the concert he attended on December 15, 1925—triggered 

by the purely aural reconstruction of one playing on the phono-

graph. Just as a record will play back not only the sounds etched 

in its grooves but the pops of dust and warbles of warped vinyl, 

Dove’s painting captures it all, the music and everything the music 

touched upon. 

Karl Benjamin’s hard-edged abstraction in this untitled work 

(fig. 244) seems as if it could be drawn from one corner of Arthur 

Dove’s painting, with the shifting figure-ground relationships of 

red and pale blue planes. One of the “Four Abstract Classicists,” as 

named in the 1959 LACMA exhibition of the same name, Benjamin 

replaced the shaggy expressiveness of Dove with a tight restraint 

244. Karl Benjamin (1925–2012). Untitled, 1957. Oil on canvas,  

20 × 501/8 in. (50.8 × 127.2 cm). The San Diego Museum of Art;  

Anonymous gift.



245. John Sennhauser (1907–1978). Improvisation, 1939. Oil on canvas 

board, 197/8 × 16 in. (50.5 × 40.6 cm). The San Diego Museum of Art;  

Gift from the Estate of John Sennhauser.

246. John Sennhauser (1907–1978). Synchroformic #18—Horizontal 

Duo, 1951. Oil on board, 24 × 72 in. (61 × 182.9 cm). The San Diego 

Museum of Art; Gift from the Estate of John Sennhauser.
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and a non-expressiveness of forms that still relies on intuitive, 

improvised compositional decisions—something one critic com-

pared to the drumming of Gene Krupa.17 In fact, Benjamin too lis-

tened to jazz records while working. He remembered:

I think I wore out two copies of [Miles Davis’s] Birth of the Cool. Miles’ 

music spoke to me, spoke to my attitude, my outlook. In visual arts, 

negative area—the space between things—is very important, and 

with Miles, the space between the notes took on new meaning. This 

restrained lyricism moved me deeply. Of course you’re not thinking 

about it at the time, but the music and the painting coincided.18

This new, more restrained mode of musical abstraction wasn’t 

restricted to the West Coast. John Sennhauser, first coming to 

abstraction through working for Hilda Rebay and her Museum of 

Non-Objective Painting (later the Guggenheim Museum), worked 

early in Kandinsky’s improvisatory mode and transitioned, after 

joining the American Abstract Artists, to a more geometric style 

that nonetheless suggested the relationship of music and visual 

form (figs. 245 and 246). He later moved from New York to north 

San Diego County. 

Washington, D.C.-based artist Alma Thomas often listened to 

the radio on drives in the country to scout visuals. She titled her 

late paintings after the popular and classical music she heard as a 

way to link the natural world that inspired them to their empha-

sis on rhythm, as in Wind and Crepe Myrtle Concerto (1973) and 

Babbling Brook and Whistling Poplar Trees Symphony (1976). Of 

the creation of the latter, she said: “I would wade in the brook 

and when it rained you could hear music. I would fall on the grass 

and look at the poplar trees and the lovely yellow leaves would  

whistle.”19 Red Azaleas Singing and Dancing Rock and Roll Music 

has a similarly wind-blown, gestural quality that befits its title 

(fig.  247). These paintings recall African American textiles, espe-

cially those of southern US quilt traditions, but also African textiles 

like those produced by the Shoowa peoples that hung in Matisse’s 

studio.20 In fact, it was while convalescing from a severe bout of 

arthritis that Thomas connected the light moving through leaves 

outside her window with the cut-outs of Matisse. But Thomas’s 

expressive use of color and tight manipulation of form to give 

abstract, expressionistic form to nature hark back as much to  

Kandinsky and Stieglitz as to Goethe and Runge.21





247. Alma Thomas (1891–1978). Red Azaleas Singing and Dancing Rock  

and Roll Music, 1976. Acrylic on canvas, 721/4 × 1351/2 in. (183.5 × 344.2 cm).  

Smithsonian American Art Museum; Bequest of the artist.



248. Beauford Delaney (1901–1979). Marian Anderson, 1965.  

Oil on canvas, 63 × 511/2 in. (160 × 130.8 cm). Virginia Museum of  

Fine Arts. J. Harwood and Louise B. Cochrane Fund for American Art.
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Beauford Delaney’s portrait of singer Marian Anderson, however, 

tells a variation on the theme (fig. 248). The world-famous con-

tralto, after being barred from performing at Constitution Hall in 

Washington, D.C., because of the color of her skin, sang instead to 

a crowd of over 75,000 people on the steps of the Lincoln Memo-

rial on Easter Sunday, April 9, 1939. For countless more who heard 

the live radio broadcast, Anderson’s presence was registered only 

through her powerful voice. For others unable to attend in person, 

the sight and sound of this historic moment of the Civil Rights 

Movement were unified thanks to newsreels of the event. Others 

still would be moved simply by newspaper accounts of her edi-

fying renditions of “America” and “My Country ’Tis of Thee” and 

the photographs of her, jacketed against the cold, eyes closed and 

singing before the stone edifice of Abraham Lincoln. This one per-

formance, thanks to its transformation and transmission through 

these different media, changed Anderson from a singer into an 

icon, one in which image and sound were intertwined even if, in a 

given form, one or the other was absent.

Before moving to Paris in 1953, Beauford Delaney lived in Green-

wich Village, where he was a regular attendee at jazz and blues 

concerts and associated with, among other artists, Countee Cul-

len and those in the Stieglitz circle. It was there that he became a 

“spiritual father” to James Baldwin, who said of his influential first 

meeting at Delaney’s apartment: 

I walked into music. I had grown up with music, but, now, on Beau-

ford’s small black record player, I began to hear what I had never dared 

or been able to hear. Beauford never gave any lectures. But, in his 

studio and because of his presence, I really began to hear Ella Fitz-

gerald, Ma Rainey, Louis Armstrong, Bessie Smith, Ethel Waters, Paul 

Robeson, Lena Horne, Fats Waller.22 

Delaney took Baldwin to see Marian Anderson perform spirituals 

at Carnegie Hall, of which he recalled her “smoky yellow gown, her 

skin copper and tan, roses in the air about her, roses at her feet.” 

According to Baldwin, “Beauford painted it, an enormous paint-

ing, he fixed it in time, for me, forever, and he painted it, he said, 

for me.”23 In Paris in 1965, physically distanced from the stateside 

struggle for civil rights but engaged with it psychologically and 

artistically, Delaney created this second painting of Anderson after 

seeing another concert of hers there (the first painting, Marian 

Anderson, Greenwich Village, 1951, is in a private collection). Like 

Dove’s Jazz paintings, Delaney’s portrait mingles music and mem-

ory. Around the figure the transcendent, heavily impastoed yellows 

seem, in their rhythmic patterns and textures, not only to conjure 

a piano-playing accompanist or those “roses in the air about her” 

but to give visual form to how her powerful and versatile voice set 

the atmosphere vibrating whenever she sang—a voice that could 

change the world even when, as in this image, it was silent.

Abstract Film and the Soundtrack
While Bergson felt that film and its sequential static images pre-

sented an untrue version of time, he was speaking of traditional 

narrative film. Avant-garde artists of the early twentieth century 

saw potential in the new technologies of motion picture produc-

tion for more—for something closer to music. Makers of absolute 

film saw in motion pictures a potential to evolve ideas developed 

by painters of color music like Kandinsky. In fact, these early film-

makers, such as Hans Richter and Walter Ruttmann, were painters 

themselves who, as if leaping off from where Kupka stopped, saw 

film as a means for combining abstract imagery and the dimen-

sion of time. Often based in Romantic, idealist thought, absolute 

film was to be nonrepresentational and non-narrative, the ultimate 

expression of what film itself was capable of—an aim that often 

found its practitioners, like painters of the day, claiming a relation-

ship to music, with or without a musical soundtrack. Richter, in 

his landmark Film is Rhythm (Film ist Rhythmus, later Rhythm 21, 

ca. 1921), emphasized the rhythmic potential of film through a strict 

manipulation of geometric forms wedded to the atonal music of 

Stefan Wolpe. Lines and forms, for Richter, were the “basso con-

tinuo of painting.”24 This mirrored Kandinsky’s own invocation  

of Goethe’s claim about a lack of Generalbass of painting (under-

stood as a unifying theory for composition or, elsewhere, a gram-

mar of painting), which Kandinsky had hoped to provide. 

A 1921 screening of Walter Ruttmann’s first film, Light Play Opus I 

(Lichtspiel Opus  I), had the young German Oskar Fischinger in 

attendance. Fischinger had studied violin and organ building, then 

was forced by circumstance to pursue drafting and engineering. 

His early experiments in abstract film, like Spirals, are dizzying in 

their application of patterns and optical illusions to wreak havoc 

with viewers’ visual and vestibular systems by way of dimensional 

motion (fig. 249). In the late 1920s, he created special effects for 

Fritz Lang’s Woman in the Moon and began working on a series of 

filmed studies. These were often illusionistically three-dimensional 

but more painterly, and typically (though not always) closely set to 

a synchronized soundtrack. Not mere illustrations of the music, 

these animations depended on the soundtrack—much as other 

modern artists depended upon titles, artist statements, or critics—

to make the analogy between abstract visual form and the more 

familiar abstraction of music. 

But music was even more than this for Fischinger. Music was 

the means by which the interior structure of the film was appre-

hended. In an extended architectural metaphor, Fischinger wrote 

in 1932:
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249. Oskar Fischinger (1900–1967). Spirals (still), ca. 1926. 35mm film,  

black-and-white, silent, 2 minutes. Center for Visual Music. 

250. Oskar Fischinger (1900–1967). 

Allegretto (still), 1936–43. 35mm 

film, color, sound, 2 minutes  

30 seconds. Center for Visual Music.

Eye and ear supplement each other in orthogonal function. The eye 

seizes the exterior, surface, form, and color. The ear seizes through 

sound, which is particular to each body, the internal structure which 

the eye spies outwardly. This mutual and supplementary orthogonal 

composite function [Gesamtfunktion] of eye and ear is comparable 

to the front view of a house (the picture for the eye) and a technical 

cross-section through the house (which reveals the internal structure, 

and which the key of the sound determines for the physical bodies).25

His realization of this reached its pinnacle in Allegretto, begun for 

Paramount Pictures in 1936 after he fled Nazi Germany because of 

unwanted attention for his “degenerate” abstractions and finished 

in 1943 with the support of a private grant (fig. 250). With music by 

Ralph Rainger, the counterpoint of dancing lozenges and cycling, 

spiral backgrounds all worked tightly with the pop-orchestral jazz. 

“Dancing shapes” is more than just a fanciful description: In Frank-

furt and then Berlin, Fischinger would have likely had some famil-

iarity with the modern dance of Rudolph Laban, Isadora Duncan 

and Anna Pavlova, as well as the Ballets Russes touring company 

whose radical choreography of avant-garde musical and visual 
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and Minnie Mouse upon copies of abstract paintings by Kandinsky 

and Rudolf Bauer taken from a Guggenheim Museum catalogue 

(fig. 251). 

As financial constraints and studio-system frustrations hedged 

in the principled Fischinger, he withdrew further into painting. He 

had never stopped painting after taking it up in earnest in 1936, 

at times using it as a vehicle to test formal and chromatic ideas 

before composing a film. Now he seemed to delve more fully into 

the static canvas’s potential for pure, nonobjective art (figs.  252  

and 253). 

One of his last films (he stopped making them for lack of funds 

that year), Motion Painting No. 1 gives an indirect view into Fisch-

inger the painter (fig. 254). Made not with the cel animation of some 

of his earlier visual symphonies, it was created using stop-motion 

photography of his painting process in oil on Plexiglas. The result 

is nothing less than the vivid filmic corollary to Kandinsky’s static- 

dynamic forms and Kupka’s mystical fugues, with shades of Klee 

and even Seurat. Daubs of color shimmer and crescendo. Silent 

points leap into motion and sound, as if of their own accord. Set 

loosely to the music of Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 3, it is 

a pure yet already elegiac expression of modern abstraction’s aim 

in the early part of the twentieth century: to pierce the world of 

251. Oskar Fischinger (1900–1967). Kandinsky/Mickey Collage,  

ca. 1940. Collage on paper, 81/2 × 11 in. (21.6 × 27.9 cm). Courtesy of  

The Fischinger Trust.

252. Oskar Fischinger (1900–1967). Light Area, Motion in Space, 1944.  

Oil on board, 315/8 × 387/8 in. (80.3 × 98.7 cm). The San Diego Museum of Art; 

Museum purchase with funds provided anonymously.

spectacle is a clear antecedent. Though strict in his use of geo-

metric forms, the ways in which these shapes dance—sometimes 

relative to the music, other times moving according to some inde-

pendent principle—recalls Kandinsky’s Monumental Artwork of the 

Future, in which dance was an integral component. Each shape 

has a physical presence and an inner vitality, and the organiza-

tion of their movements has much in common with early twen-

tieth-century choreography. This is true even in Radio Dynamics 

(1942), which is a silent film but not any less musical for being so.

These films intrigued Walt Disney, who brought Fischinger to 

work for him on Fantasia. Hired as a relatively low-level animator, 

despite his stature in art circles, he was to help develop the section 

set to Bach’s Tocatta and Fugue in D minor (BMV 565), conducted 

by the magisterial Leopold Stokowski. Then Disney muted the 

carefully chosen palette and insisted the forms be more represen-

tational. Abstract wave forms were replaced by their more literal, 

sea-bound relatives, and moving lines became violin bows saw-

ing away in a pastel-clouded sky. In response, Fischinger quit. His 

forms could act as dancers or be abstractions from dance move-

ments, but to be representational things themselves was an affront 

to Fischinger’s high modern sensibility. He would later mock his 

time at Disney in a series of collages that put a shocked Mickey 



253. Oskar Fischinger (1900–1967). Balls #16, 1964. Oil on  

board, 30 × 24 in. (76.2 × 61 cm). The San Diego Museum of Art; 

Museum purchase with funds provided anonymously.
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254. Oskar Fischinger (1900–1967). Motion  

Painting No. 1 (still), 1947. 35mm film, color, sound, 

11 minutes. Center for Visual Music.

surfaces and reach a realm of cosmic spirituality, a new inward 

and mystical “harmony of the spheres” apprehended through 

point, line, color and plane, all animated with a vital, musical spirit. 

In Motion Painting No. 1, it is the spirit of an artist whose pro-

cess is animated before us, whose vision is brought to life by the 

mutual effect of film and music but whose physical being has been 

absented save these traces in paint and celluloid.

Theatricality and the Body
The films of Bruce Conner, one of the most dexterously talented 

artists of the bohemian scene in 1960s San Francisco, straddled 

the tendencies towards absolute film, with its nonrepresenta-

tional uses of the cinematic image, and the incessant presence 

of popular culture. In BREAKAWAY, Conner uses a series of quick, 

disjointed cuts between takes of singer Toni Basil dancing—some-

times clothed, suddenly not, then back again, shot with blur-induc-

ing zooms and swerves, stroboscopically edited—to a soundtrack 

of her song (fig. 255). The result is a dynamo of movement and 

music in which the camera (and thus Conner’s own body) as well 

as the protagonist it records are dancing, as if in a duet, with the 

viewer taking one of the parts. It recalls the creative “collaboration” 

between Walkowitz and Duncan and presages the genre of the 

music video, of which BREAKAWAY is often called the first. In its 

visual assault and cinematic scale, the film implicates the body: 

images flicker and streak away into your peripheral vision and then 

steady to linger with clarity on Basil’s pouting face, accompanied 

by the propulsive kick drum of the soul song the film was made 

255. Bruce Conner (1933–2008). BREAKAWAY 

(still), 1966. 16mm film, B&W, sound, 5 minutes. 

SFMOMA; Accessions Committee Fund  

purchase. Courtesy the Conner Family Trust.
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unconventional, follower of the I Ching and an avid borrower of 

ideas from Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, the British-Ceylonese phi-

losopher and historian of Indian art that Cage would return to often. 

One example of this last influence is Cage’s Solo for Voice 58, from 

Song Books (1970). He uses the Indian raga as a loose framework 

for eighteen songs in which the score was created using chance-

based operations and the lyrics are to be decided by the performer, 

who should “[t]hink either of the morning, the afternoon or the 

evening, giving a description or account of recent pleasures or 

beauties observed.”26

Cage is most readily identified with 4’33” (1952), which makes 

this turn to a viewer-oriented theatricality: As specified by Cage, 

a performance of 4’33” consists of a musician who takes up her 

instrument (no particular one is specified) and proceeds to play 

nothing for the length indicated in the title divided into three 

movements. Instead of a traditional staff, one early manuscript 

delineates a visual equivalent for the length of each movement 

with three vertical lines. By frustrating the expectation for instru-

mental sound, Cage created a space for concertgoers instead to 

attend to the chance sounds that filled the auditorium or hall—

coughs, squeaking chairs, sounds from outside the building drift-

ing into the performance space. These he considered music itself. 

Of the premiere performance by David Tudor (fig. 256), Cage said, 

“You could hear the wind stirring outside during the first move-

ment. During the second, raindrops began pattering the roof, and 

during the third people themselves made all kinds of interesting 

sounds as they talked or walked out.”27 The inclusion of accidental 

sound under the rubric of music, as Christoph Cox has noted, first 

arose in the early twentieth century alongside the popularization 

of the phonograph, which recorded sound indiscriminately. These 

sounds began to be incorporated into compositions in the early 

twentieth century by Luigi Russolo and Edgar Varèse, who rejected 

the term “music” in favor of “organized sound.”

Much like Kandinsky, Cage was given the courage to take this 

leap into the music of silence by an artist across the aisle: Robert 

Rauschenberg and his White Paintings, which Cage called “airports 

for lights, shadows, and particles.”28 This kind of minimalist art and 

the self-consciousness it created was criticized by Michael Fried in 

his landmark essay “Art and Objecthood” as “theatrical,” dependent 

on “the circumstances in which the beholder encounters literalist 

[or minimalist] work” and at war with modern painting.29 Optical 

effects, like the changing relations when viewing a sculpture from 

different angles or the Gestalt effects of shifting figure and ground, 

are one way of making the viewer’s bodily position integral to the 

artistic effect. Cage’s print Global Village 1–36 (fig. 257) does pre-

cisely this: Depending on how you view it, the vertical bars recall 

either the perforations in player piano rolls or skyscrapers, and they 

256. John Cage with David Tudor, 1956. Photograph by  

Matsuzaki Kunitoshi, 85/8 × 57/8 in. (21.8 × 14.7 cm).  

The Getty Research Institute.

for. Visual artists around the turn of the century routinely appealed 

to music for its ability to shortcut past the rational mind and make 

direct appeal to the inward, sensing self. The art of the mid- to late 

twentieth century would make that appeal more direct and more 

theatrically active, more situational, relational and open-ended in 

its address to the body.

Much of this turn toward a kind of art that implicates the viewer 

and her own body in relation to the work is due to John Cage. 

In influence and polymathic interest that cuts across the catego-

ries of art and music, Cage is the mid-twentieth century’s answer 

to Kandinsky: equal parts visual artist and composer; a student of 

Schoenberg (who immigrated to Los Angeles before the outbreak 

of World War  II) and Fischinger (whom a young Cage assisted 

briefly); long-time collaborator with dancer Merce Cunningham; 

a devotee of Zen Buddhism and Marcel Duchamp; a serious, if 



257. John Cage (1912–1992). Global Village 1–36, 1989. 

Aquatint on two sheets of brown smoked paper, 381/4 × 

261/2 in. (97.2 × 67.3 cm). The San Diego Museum of Art; 

Gift of the Daniel R. Stephen Trust.



258. Nam June Paik (1932–2006). Random Access, 1963/2000. Strips of 

audiotape, open-reel audio deck, extended playback head and speakers, 

installation dimensions variable. Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York. 

Purchased with funds contributed by the International Director’s Council and 

Executive Committee Members, 2001.
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are alternately in front of or behind the smoke-like forms that were 

created by burning paper on the copper plate used to print it. The 

title recalls media theorist Marshall McLuhan (“The new electronic 

interdependence recreates the world in the image of the global 

village”30) while the musical allusion puts one in mind of 4’33” and 

the music of ambient gallery sound. When asked about this print, 

Cage said:

If while you’re looking at Global Village, you listen, then you could say 

it was musical theater, no? The idea of musical theater, or opera, is 

when you both see and hear. But if you’re so concentrated that you 

look without hearing, which I think some people do, then it’s seeing. 

Or, conversely, if you close your eyes, as so many people do at con-

certs, then it’s music!31

As it did for Kandinsky, the theatrical model (specifically musical 

theater or opera) opened up new vistas for eye and ear alike, now 

found in the music of a supposedly silent concert hall or still gal-

lery space. Deliberately manipulating aural effects in such a setting, 

rising out of the availability and relative affordability of recording 

and playback equipment beginning in the mid-twentieth century, 

would take this theatricality in electrifying new directions. 

Nam June Paik, the pioneering video and multimedia artist and 

one of Cage’s protégés, actualized this potential with an engineer’s 

facility with emerging technologies. Random Access, made for his 

first solo exhibition, consisted of strips of magnetic tape tacked to 

a wall in a spidery web (fig. 258). The strips contained excerpts of 

recorded material. Visitors were encouraged to pick up a handheld 

device made out of the playback head deconstructed from a tape 

player, and to play the strips of music in any order and at any speed 

they wished. The music very literally depended on the viewer’s 

physicality, his gestures and movements, marking Random Access 

as brilliantly ahead of its time in its open-ended interactivity and 

involvement of the viewer’s body in the creation of sonic space. 

The preceding examples of art and music in the age of recorded 

technology are against the general thrust an argument that tech-

nology disembodies us—that musical disembodiment via recording 

is better than the real live thing and will outlast its mortal perform-

ers. Glenn Gould gave up performing live in preference for the stu-

dio’s offer of perfectibility. “To me,” he said in a 1952 interview with 

the CBC Times, “the concentration on purely musical detail is of 

utmost importance for any performance, a concentration which is 

much easier to achieve when there is no need to feel responsibility 

for the visual pleasure of the listener.” In looking at the relationship 

between art and music in the mid-twentieth century and after, it’s 

striking to discover the contrary: how often technology is used to 

return us to our bodies, how powerfully sound can recenter us on 

somatic experience. 

Sound Art
Paik is widely acknowledged as the father of video art. But his 

musico-technological creations and those of Max Neuhaus (1939–

2009) were foundational in the creation of the genre of sound art. 

These breathtakingly fresh “visions”—often free of or minimizing 

the visual—have appeared with increasingly regularity ever since. 

Neuhaus, who as a percussionist worked with the likes of Cage, 

Earle Brown, Morton Feldman and Harry Partch, transitioned to 

creating “sound installation” in order to turn from traditional 

music’s emphasis on time. Instead, he intended to use sound to 

create space, one in which the listener could “place [the elements 

of a composition] in his own time.”32 

Tristan Perich (b. 1982), like Cage, is both a highly regarded com-

poser as well as visual artist. This overlap is clear in his music, in 

which he methodically yet intuitively investigates pattern and seri-

ality in a way that recalls the work of Philip Glass and Terry Riley 

as much as the art of Sol LeWitt. Many of his compositions com-

bine live performers playing instruments of the Western repertoire 

in relatively traditional ways alongside arrays of speakers emitting 

1-bit tones, each “played” by individual microchips programmed 

with a binary score. He privileges the physicality of instruments and 

composing for what each does best. This is clear in the parts he 

writes for violin as much as in those for electromagnetic speaker 

cone, in which basic tones (expressed in the simple on/off of 

binary code, the smallest unit of information) best express the 

unique physical and musical properties of speaker technology and 

processor speeds without seeking, in the way of synthesizers, to 

mimic other instruments or generate complexly layered invented 

sounds. In one of his best-known works, Surface Image (2013), 

forty speakers each play different tones to generate fluctuating 

patterns in a style of repetition and permutation from the simple 

to the complex, while pianist Vicky Chow both inhabits this imper-

sonal, mathematical rigidity and finds, within it, a startling range 

of opportunities to inflect it with feeling and mood, including a 

dazzling solo a third of the way into the composition. This begins 

with Chow imitating the rush of digital musical data—a move that 

somehow unlocks the human expressiveness hidden behind the 

forty speakers’ precise, rationalistic restraint. The piece becomes a 

drama of human and machine testing each other’s physical limits 

and expressive potentials.

Clearly coming from the same creative place but firmly rooted 

in his art practice, Perich’s Microtonal Wall exerts a powerful visual 

pull, even without its sound (fig.  259). The aluminum finish and 
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grid arrangement of black speaker diaphragms are minimalistically 

futuristic as well being a kind of literalist rendition of Phil Spector’s 

“wall of sound.” The visitor changes her perception of its sonic 

effect through movement: a walk through the space or a tilt of the 

head all change the sound one perceives from the 1,500 speak-

ers, each producing a different 1-bit microtone. Across Microtonal 

Wall’s twenty-five foot length, the tones emitted by the speakers 

rise in pitch from left to right. Facing it from afar, one is enveloped 

in the wash created by 1,500 pitches across four octaves reaching 

the ear simultaneously, which can sound like the ocean or a swarm 

of bees—“white noise,” as the visual-aural metaphor we use every 

day names it. (In fact, Perich has said this piece is part of a larger 

project across his visual and musical art practice to investigate the 

continuum between white noise and tonality.33) Drawing close to 

specific speakers or clusters of tones illuminates the chromatic 

complexity within the white haze. Moving in one direction or the 

other, you feel in your dance with it the rightness of metaphors for 
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259. Tristan Perich (b. 1982). Microtonal Wall, 2011. 1,500 divisions of  

four octaves from C3 to C7. Electronic circuit, 1,500 speakers, aluminum,  

54 × 306 in. (137 × 777 cm). Commissioned in part by Rhizome, with additional 

support from the Addison Gallery. Courtesy: bitforms gallery, New York.

“rising” and “falling” pitch, “higher” and “lower” notes—common-

place synesthetic associations between vision and sound. Even the 

electronics were hand-soldered by Perich (with the help of assis-

tants), for whom the technological and the somatic are indissolu-

ble. Like the first electronic instrument, the Theremin—performed 

by physically manipulating an electromagnetic field and heard on 

popular songs like the Beach Boys’ “I Just Wasn’t Made for These 

Times”—Microtonal Wall is both a work of art and, in some sense, 

an instrument played by the body without touch.

One of the most consistently engaging sound artists in recent 

years to mine the use of sound to shape space is Scottish-born,  

Berlin-based Susan Philipsz, winner of the 2010 Turner Prize. 

Philipsz’s work with sound, film, space and often her own un- 

trained voice create a sense of sculpted form in thin air, a form 

that shifts as you move through it. In The Lost Reflection, she 

sang both parts of the famous barcarolle for soprano and mezzo- 

soprano from Jacques Offenbach’s The Tales of Hoffmann (Les 
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Contes d’Hoffmann, 1881). Philipsz then sited each recording on 

opposite sides of the Aasee, a man-made lake in Münster, where 

the voices echoed underneath the Tormin Bridge, traveling across 

the water to complete the duet (fig.  260). Philipsz’s rendition of 

the song—in a flat, plain style and in English instead of the orig-

inal French—evokes tenderness and longing not through beauty, 

exactly, but through the kind of empathy that comes with expo-

sure—with distance, yes, but also the exposure of a loved one’s 

imperfect singing in a public place. She used a similar approach 

to eerier effect in Lowlands (2008/2012), singing three versions 

of an old Scottish sea shanty. As with Filter (1998), in which she 

sang pop songs in the same fashion over the PA system at a Tesco 

supermarket, these sweeping sonic presentations are hard to hear 

without a blush of warm, empathic embarrassment blooming on 

your cheeks. 

But this is part of Philipsz’s project. “It’s all about how the emo-

tive and psychological effects of sound can heighten your aware-

ness of the space you are in,” she said in an interview.34 The appeal 

to the ear (over the eye) makes us vulnerable; we’re vulnera-

ble to its appeals unless we physically stop up our ears. Equally 

important, our ears are on alert for the audible clues of impending 

danger. It’s no coincidence that the present audio age (as her-

alded by McLuhan, over the visual one) has, in the early twenty- 

first century, coincided with a premium being placed on the sound 

of vulnerability, on how sound can play upon our vulnerabilities 

in a bodily way. You only need to listen to popular public radio 

programs like This American Life or Radiolab to hear this at work. 

The strategies of a sound artist like Philipsz are on “view” even in 

pop music: On Drake’s “Marvin’s Room,” the muted bass and lack 

of treble (produced by Noah “40” Shebib) recreate the lingering 

sonic after-effect of spending too long in a loud nightclub as 

the lyrics take the form of a late-night drunken phone call to an 

ex-girlfriend, immersing the listener in the speaker’s aural point of 

view. The production is a kind of audio theater integral to the emo-

tional impact of the song. On Kendrick Lamar’s “Sing About Me, 

I’m Dying of Thirst,” from the album good kid, m.A.A.d city (2013), 

gunshots grotesquely silence the vocals mid-syllable to generate 

a visceral, aural embodiment of the murder of a friend’s brother 

while another verse fades into a disease-induced mortal silence. 

In making use of these sonic effects, Lamar relies upon the ear’s 

260. Susan Philipsz (b. 1965). The 

Lost Reflection, 2007. Two-channel 

sound installation, 2 minutes  

5 seconds. Song: barcarolle in  

“The Tales of Hoffmann” by Jacques 

Offenbach. Two recordings, of  

mezzo-soprano and soprano element 

of duet. Projected under the Tormin 

Bridge, Skulptur Projekte, Münster, 

2007. Courtesy of Susan Philipsz  

and Tanya Bonakdar Gallery.
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direct route to the emotions, the same one that was alluring to 

countless artists since the mid-nineteenth century. Philipsz does 

much the same.

While her voice has been her primary instrument, riffing else-

where on Lucia Joyce (James’s daughter) and Will Oldham (the 

singer-songwriter better known as Bonnie “Prince” Billy), in recent 

years Philipsz has turned to more complex, less personally vocal 

designs: In You Are Not Alone (2011) she played radio intervals—

those few-note motifs which act as a radio station’s audible sig-

nature when throwing to a commercial break—from around the 

world in a meditation on Marconi, technology and the collapse 

of distance. In Study for Strings (2012), she staged speakers at the 

Kassel rail station to play a recording of Jewish composer Pavel 

Haas’s Study for String Orchestra (Studie für Streichorchester, 

1943) in a fragmented form, for only two instruments; each note 

was recorded separately and moved in playback across eight 

speakers scattered around the station. Haas, a student of Leoš 

Janáček, composed the piece while in the concentration camp 

at Theresienstadt. Afterward he, along with most of the orchestra 

who performed it for a Nazi propaganda film, was sent to Ausch- 

witz and killed. The weight of these absences, felt in the silences 

and missing consonances and dissonances around the viola and 

cello lines, forms one part of the requiem, occasionally joined by 

the rhythmic percussion and hiss of a train upon the tracks, arriving 

or departing. 

Ragnar Kjartansson, the Icelandic artist and musician, pushes 

theatricality to its limits in live performances that feature musicians 

repeating a single song over and over again for extended periods 

of time: the final aria from The Marriage of Figaro for twelve hours 

in Bliss (fig. 261) and six hours of The National playing their song 

“Sorrow” in A Lot of Sorrow (2013). Each tested the patience and 

stamina of performer and audience alike, and in both cases the 

eruption of joy at completing the challenge—a long journey, like 

Orpheus, into and then out of the underworld of repetition, bore-

dom and physical exhaustion—represented the forging of a dense, 

communal bond in the performance space. 

Musical bonds are the subject in Kjartansson’s video installation 

The Visitors (fig. 262). Each of the nine channels isolates on a sepa-

rate screen one member of his assembled band, each in a separate 

room in a massive abandoned house on Rokeby Farm in New York. 

The group is united by music through their mutual listening and 

response, accomplished by way of microphones, cables and head-

phones strung throughout the home. An audience of friends listens 

to the 64-minute performance out on a balcony, seemingly at one 

level of remove but, as Bliss and Sorrow showed, a thin and pen-

etrable one at best. The effect is reminiscent of Ben Shahn’s Four 

Piece Orchestra, with its three musicians of seemingly disparate 

261. Ragnar Kjartansson (b. 1978). Bliss, 2011. 12-hour performance, Abrons 

ArtCenter. Courtesy of Luhring Augustine during Performa 11. Performers: Rag-

nar Kjartansson, 9 singers and a 14-piece orchestra; Conductor: Davíð Þór 

Jónsson. Courtesy of the artist, Luhring Augustine, New York, and i8 Gallery, 

Reykjavik.





262. Ragnar Kjartansson (b. 1978). The Visitors (stills), 2012.  

Nine-channel video projection, from an edition of 6 and 2 artist’s proofs; 

dimensions variable, 64 minutes. Photos: Elísabet Davids; Sound:  

Chris McDonald; Video: Tómas Örn Tómasson. Courtesy of the artist, 

Luhring Augustine, New York, and i8 Gallery, Reykjavik. 
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class and musical style playing together and you, the viewer, the 

final member of the quartet (fig. 263). 

Over the course of an hour near sunset, the group plays and 

records a single lengthy song in one take. The song they play 

has lyrics taken from a poem by artist Ásdís Sif Gunnarsdóttir,  

Kjartansson’s ex-wife, while the piece’s title is taken from the name 

of the last album of Swedish pop stars ABBA, which itself features 

divorce as a theme and has a cover in which the band members 

look lonely, despite being gathered together in a palatial mansion. 

As if in response to the allegory presented by Jan Miense Molenaer 

(fig.  67), in which music signifies marital harmony, Kjartansson’s 

installation is a paen to the fidelity of friendship and music in the 

face of inconstant romantic love. He has said that he was “trying to 

visualize the feeling of music, the feeling of making music together 

with my friends,”35 one that nonetheless recalls, in its visual form, 

the atomistic nature of selfhood within community. 

263. Ben Shahn (1898–1969). Four Piece Orchestra, 1944. Tempera on 

Masonite, 18 × 235/8 in. (45.7 × 60.1 cm). Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, 

Madrid.
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This, too, is at the heart of Janet Cardiff’s Forty Part Motet 

(fig.  264). Through manipulation of gallery space and musical 

sound, Forty Part Motet and The Visitors both dramatize the view-

er’s place in the singular plural (in philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy’s 

phrasing) of being in society. Cardiff’s sound installation is more 

historically aware, not only because it depends on a choral compo-

sition by Thomas Tallis (ca. 1508–1585) for much of its aural body. 

The circular arrangement of the forty speakers, each an individual 

voice of a chorister contributing to the soaring lines of counter-

point, evokes the circular form of the canon as heralded by Zarlino 

and other music theorists of the Renaissance, its perfection and 

endlessness an image of the divine. In contrast, the lyrics of the 

motet Spem in Alium (ca. 1556–73) plead with an angry but gra-

cious God, “Domine Deus, Creator caeli et terrae / respice humil-

itatem nostram,” or “Lord God, creator of heaven and earth / be 

mindful of our humiliation.”36 Humilitas is an importance concept 

264. Janet Cardiff (b. 1957). Forty Part Motet, 2001. 40 loud-speakers 

mounted on stands, placed in an oval, amplifiers, playback computer;  

14 minute loop with 11 minutes of music and 3 minutes of intermission. 

Sung by Salisbury Cathedral Choir; Recording and Postproduction by 

SoundMoves; Edited by George Bures Miller. Produced by Field Art  

Projects. Courtesy of the artist and Luhring Augustine, New York.
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in Christian doctrine in which a person must not forget her defects 

and deficiencies, must humiliate herself before God or is humili-

ated in the sight of God. It represents the need to recognize one’s 

profound dependence and to place oneself in the humble service 

of others. The root of the word humilitas is humus, or earth, the 

antithesis of the immaterial divine. 

These words are distributed among eight choirs of five voices 

each who call and respond, trade off and, in breathtaking moments, 

unite. Add to the overwhelming degree of melodic and harmonic 

variation throughout the performance the variations of the visitor’s 

body: Stand in the center of the circle and hear the unified, har-

monic effect of the chorus. Tread closer to any one speaker and 

find yourself within the choir, able to hear the slight imperfections 

and differences of tone and timbre that mark each human voice as 

unique. In doing so, you may catch minor mistakes, a cough here, 

some chatter either before or after the singing begins (it loops 

continuously). Mistake is the link in the chain of being between 

music and noise, order and chaos. Musical mistakes are something 

most of us largely live without hearing; even before auto-tune, the 

use of over-dubbing and tape-splicing multiple takes resulted in 

recordings of music inhumanly free of error.

While the visual enjoyment offered by a group of singers arranged 

in a U-shape has been abstracted in Forty Part Motet to the cold 

form of speakers on stands, the pleasure that arises from the pos-

sibility of mistake and accident is thrillingly alive and human. Much 

like Philipsz’s everywoman’s voice, these “humiliations” against the 

possible perfection of recording are coextensive with music itself, 

as Cage would have us understand, and part of the divinely human 

that Cardiff has us feel deep within our bodies. The resulting cele-

bration of human aloneness-in-togetherness is a visceral allegory, 

a profound meditation on the human condition, one only possi-

ble through music’s collaboration with contemporary art practice 

and modern technology, yet gloriously earthbound. The radical 

interdependence of music and the visual arts, considered in a like 

framework of openness and humilitas, yields a similarly overawing 

impression to both the ear and the eye.
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